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are tantalizing — but wrong. In an 

exclusive excerpt from the largest private re-examination of the case 
in 30 years, the real story of James Earl Ray BY GERALD POSNER 
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THE TRUTH ABOUT 

MEMPHIS 


O NE YEAR AGO THIS WEEK, IN A 
Tennessee state prison, Dex- 
ter King, the youngest son of 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., 
met with his father's con- 
fessed assassin, James Earl 
Ray, and announced that he 
believed Ray was innocent. Dexter then led 
a King family media blitz arguing that Ray, 
whose 1969 guilty plea resulted in a 99-year 
sentence, be given a new trial. 

What prompted the King family's deci- 
sion to back the convicted assassin's bid for 
freedom? Ray's latest lawyer, William Pep- 
per, had persuaded them that recent “break- 
throughs” proved the assassination was 
part of a massive government-led conspira- 
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cy and that Ray— whose fingerprints were 
on the murder weapon— was a mere patsy. 

Three primary issues moved the Kings. 
First Pepper claimed he had located the 
mysterious Raoul, Ray's long-standing alibi. 
Second was Pepper's report that he had 
found witnesses who confirmed the 1993 TV 
“confession” by Loyd Jowers, a former 
Memphis restaurant owner who said he had 
been paid to kill King. And third was Pep- 
per’s tale that a team of green beret snipers 
from a covert unit called Alpha 184 had been 
tracking King and actually had him in their 
sights when someone else killed him. My re- 
search into the conspiracy nether world dis- 
proves each of these three contentions— 
and shows that James Earl Ray, a canny 
career criminal with racist sympathies and a 
hunger for cash, is the assassin. 

Searching for Raoul: At the time of the as- 
sassination, Ray was a fugitive; he had es- 


caped nearly a year earlier while 
serving a 20-year sentence for 
armed robbeiy (his fourth con- 
viction). After his arrest for the 
King murder, Ray spun an intri- 
cate tale in which he claimed 
that he had met a Latin he knew 
only by the name Raoul. It was 
Raoul, Ray said, who directed 
him to purchase the .30-06 Rem- 
ington rifle found at the murder 
scene. According to Ray, Raoul 
took the gun the night before the assassina- 
tion and ordered Ray to rent a room at the 
Memphis flophouse. Raoul, or someone 
with Raoul's assistance, then shot King from 
there— and the real killer left the rifle with 
Ray's prints at the scene. 

Ray's lawyer assured the Kings that new 
investigators had finally located the real 
Raoul, and that he was living in New York 
State. Their primary source was 53-year-old 
Glenda Grabow of Booneville, Tenn. She 
had come forward to say she had known a 
Raoul as a youngster, and that he had later 
bragged to her that he had killed King. Most 
important, Ray himself confirmed— from a 
1960s-era photo— that the New York Raoul 
was the man he had known. 

Grabow actually turns out to have spun a 
wild and inherently contradictory story. I 
obtained a video of a two-hour interview 
the Ray team conducted with Grabow. . 
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Among many startling assertions, Grabow 
says that Raoul also killed JFK: “He was 
upstairs with Oswald. He was shooting the 
gun, not Oswald.” Her Raoul was also a 
friend of Jack Ruby, the Dallas nightclub 
owner who later shot Oswald. But on Nov. 
22, 1963, there was no one on the sixth floor 
of the Texas School Book Depository ex- 
cept Oswald, and Jack Ruby was never in 
Houston, the city where Grabow claimed 
he knew Raoul. But the Ray investigators 
relied on her lead and searched telephone 
directories for someone with the first name 
Raoul, and the surname of someone she 
claimed was a Raoul relative in Houston. 
In a stunning coincidence— something 
anathema to conspiracy buffs— they found 
two matches. The one in New York fit the 
age of the Raoul described by Grabow. (The 
unlikelihood of the killer of Kennedy and 
King listing his name in the phone book did 
not give the Ray team pause.) 

That happenstance changed the life of a 
retired autoworker who was living quietly 
in a New York suburb with his wife and one 
of his children. (Because of fears for his own 
safety, I have not published his last name.) 
The Ray team spent two years harassing him 
with video and camera surveillance and re- 
peated telephone calls to his home. They 
even named him in a lawsuit that was even- 
tually dismissed. I have had the first on the 
record interview with the New York Raoul, 
and have examined his work and immigra- 
tion records. After immigrating to the Unit- 
ed States from Portugal in 1961, he worked 
for the same auto company for nearly 30 
years. He was at work at the time of both the 
Kennedy and King assassinations. He has 
never been to Texas or Tennessee. He has 
never met Glenda Grabow. He has no con- 
nection to the case— a fact that Memphis 
prosecutors confirmed in a report released 
last week. Also last week, Ray’s lawyer pro- 
duced an ex-FBI agent who claimed to have 
documents proving Raoul’s existence. 
Within 24 hours, the FBI had dismissed the 
allegation as “a total fabrication.” 

The TV Confession: What about restau- 
rant-owner Loyd Jowers and his confes- 
sion? Confidential files maintained by the 
Memphis prosecutor’s office indicate that 
Jowers’s likely motivation was to sell his 
story for $300,000. Memphis prosecutors 
interviewed the two sisters whom Pepper 
claimed had worked in Jowers’s restaurant 
and had corroborated his story. Both re- 
canted. Moreover, in a telephone conversa- 
tion between the sisters, taped by authori- 
ties, the main witness for Jowers admitted 
that the entire story was false. When asked 
why she had lied to support his tale, she did 
not hesitate: “Because he [Jowers] can, they 
can make it into a movie, he'll get paid ... 
That’s why Loyd doing this here. He’ll get 
paid $300,000 if he had somebody back this 
statement up ... I was trying to get some 


I’m going to kill 
that ... King,’ 
Ray told his 
brothers. That’s 
something 
that’s been on 
my mind.’ 

En._ - _ Ray, who confessed 

to the killing, was a canny criminal 
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money for my, to pay my income tax ...” 

The Military Mystery: A careful examina- 
tion reveals the theory that a covert team of 
snipers— a squad called Alpha 184— 
tracked King is spurious. Among Pepper’s 
critical errors: there was no Alpha 184 unit 
in existence in 1968. Pepper named two 
sources for his military scenario: two sol- 
diers identified only as Warren and Mur- 
phy. But nobody fit the service records and 
career details set forth for Warren and Mur- 
phy, who were supposedly former special 
forces soldiers on the team —which suggests 
they either do not exist or are con men who 
sold Pepper a phony story. A copy of mili- 
tary orders Pepper used to prove the exis- 
tence of the special unit and the operation 
against King are a forgery. And a soldier that 
Pepper thought was killed as part of the gov- 
ernment cover-up is alive— and has sued 
Pepper for libel since learning of the attor- 
ney’s allegations. While military intelli- 
gence did, at the request of the Johnson ad- 
ministration, monitor King, there was no 
covert group of snipers that followed him 
from city to city. 

No Raoul, no new paper trail, no legiti- 
mate confession from Loyd Jowers, no se- 
cret military sniper team. If the new infor- 
mation developed by the Ray defense team 
is bogus, then who killed King, and why? 
Based on my review of thousands of gov- 
ernment and private documents, as well as 


many interviews, I have concluded that the 
answers lie with James Earl Ray. 

Bom into a dirt-poor family with a centu- 
ry-long history of run-ins with the law, 
James Earl Ray grew up in tough river 
towns in Illinois and Missouri. A breeding 
ground for the KKK, the area was dubbed 
“Little Dixie.” Eventually all eight Ray chil- 
dren were removed from Ray’s alcoholic 
mother and placed in foster care. His father 
abandoned the family. But the terrible up- 
bringing brought Ray close to his brothers 
John and Jerry. They trusted and relied on 
one another. 

When he was 17, Ray joined the Army. He 
became infatuated with Adolf Hitler 
through the influence of a close German 
friend, and asked to be stationed in Ger- 
many. He got kicked out of the Army, and in 
the following years was convicted of in- 
creasingly serious crimes. 
Early in his prison career, he 
refused to accept a transfer 
to the prison’s integrated 
honor farm— Ray, who had 
never lived or worked with 
blacks, was not about to 
start. In 1960, Ray, who was 
then in the Missouri State 
Penitentiary after a 23- 
month sojourn in the outside 
world, began boasting that 
there was money to be made 
in killing black leaders like 
H. Rap Brown, Stokely Carmichael, and 
King. This talk could easily have brought 
Ray to the attention of those in the prison 
who wanted King dead. 

During the 1960s, there were dozens of 
threats against King and standing bounties 
on his life. Several had filtered into the Mis- 
souri State Penitentiary, and one that might 
have reached Ray came from John Suther- 
land, a lawyer and segregationist in St. 
Louis, who offered $50,000 to anyone who 
killed King. Some who learned of Suther- 
land's offer had fnends and associates in the 
same sections of the prison where Ray was 
incarcerated. There is a distinct possibility 
that Ray learned of this $50,000 bounty by 
late 1966, or early 1967. Ray’s brothers, who 
deny any involvement in the King assassina- 
tion, could also have heard about the bounty 
and passed the news to James. On April 23, 
1967 —one day after a visit from his brother 
John — Ray broke out of prison. 

OW ON THE LAM, RAY LAND- 

ed a dishwasher’s job in a 
Chicago suburb, only 10 miles 
away from where his brother 
Jerry worked. By mid-May he 
had called Jerry, and they be- 
gan meeting. Soon, they 
reached John, and the three brothers held a 
summit in Chicago's crumbling Atlantic Ho- 
tel sometime near the end of May. The 
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brothers discussed ways to earn money, in- 
cluding by kidnapping the governor of Illi- 
nois, or even a local star radio host. They 
also toyed with going into the pom business. 
Then James shocked his brothers. *Tm go- 
ing to kill that n King/' he calmly said. 

“That’s something that’s been on my mind. 
That’s something I’ve been working on.” 

J AMES LEFT HIS DISHWASHING 
job in late June. The day after a 
July bank robbery in Alton, 111., 
for which the Ray brothers were 
never charged— despite cir- 
cumstantial evidence that they 
may have pulled the heist— 
James fled to Canada. When he returned to 
the States in mid-August, the first person 
he visited was his brother Jerry. 

By early October, Ray set out for Mexico. 
There, for the next five weeks, he led an in- 
dolent life, mainly in the then backwater 
town of Puerto Vallarta. His only problem 
in Mexico was a fracas that he got into one 
night with some black sailors whom he 
thought had made a pass at the prostitute 
whom he was with. But by mid-November, 
he returned to the United States, this time 
picking Los Angeles as home. 

His only break from Los Angeles was a 
two-day trip to New Orleans in mid-De- 
cember 1967. A cocktail waitress he had 
met asked him to pick up her two children 
there. Ray agreed, so long as the waitress, 
her brother, and one of her friends all 
signed petitions for George Wallace, who 
was then trying to get on the California bal- 
lot as a third party candidate. Once that 
was done, Ray drove to New Orleans. He 
told several acquaintances that he was go- 
ing to Louisiana to see a brother. Though he 
later claimed he met the fictitious Raoul in 
New Orleans, it now seems likely that if he 
met anyone, it was one of his brothers. 
When he returned to L.A., he had plastic 
surgery to correct a too prominent nose, 
something a seasoned criminal like Ray 
would want to eliminate before becoming 
the target of a manhunt. 

On March 17, Ray left for Atlanta. He 
had been nomadic during his first 10 
months on the run; now he turned more de- 
liberate, as though he had finally made the 
decision to go after King and whatever 
money it might bring. On the way to At- 
lanta, Ray stopped in Selma, Ala., on 
March 22. King was supposed to stop there 
that day, but never got closer than 30 miles 
away. Ray moved on to Atlanta, King's 
hometown. A map found in the room he 
rented there had circles drawn near King's 
former home, the Southern Christian Lead- 
ership Conference headquarters, Ebenezer 
Baptist Church and the Capitol Homes 
Housing Project, where Ray abandoned his 
Mustang after the assassination. Ray also 
visited several gun stores in the Birming- 


ham area. There he bought a Remington 
.30-06 pump-action rifle with a premier 2x7 
power Redfield scope. He purchased the 
gun in the name Lowmeyer. A decade earli- 
er, John Ray had served with an inmate 
with that name. 

On April 1 there were press reports that 
King intended to visit Memphis later that 
week. On April 3 Ray arrived in Memphis. 
Radio and TV announced that King, who 
had also arrived in Memphis that day, was 
staying at the Lorraine. One bulletin men- 
tioned King’s room number. On Thursday, 
April 4, Ray reconnoitered the Lorraine. He 
picked his perch, a rundown rooming house, 
the rear of which overlooked King’s room. 
Ray had rejected the first room he was of- 
fered— it didn’t have a view of the Lorraine. 
Shortly before 6 p.m., King stepped outside. 
Ray, who had been monitoring King’s door 
from the flophouse, moved with his rifle to a 
communal bathroom at the very rear of the 
rooming house. There, standing in a cast 
iron tub, he had an unobstructed view of the 
Lorraine’s second floor. At one minute past 
six, James Earl Ray fired the single shot that 
ended King's life. 

Ray would probably have gotten away 
with the crime if he had not panicked. But 
when he left the rooming house, he saw two 
police cars parked in a nearby fire station. 
Ray then threw a bundle containing the rifle 
against a store entrance. Its discovery with- 
in minutes was critical in identifying Ray as 
the shooter. Yet Ray, who was accustomed 
to international travel, still almost got away 
with the crime. He eluded authorities for 65 
days, fleeing first to Canada. 

Ray hoped to reach segregationist 
Rhodesia— but he never made it. He visit- 
ed Portugal but did not have the time or 
money to reach white Africa. Frustrated by 
the language problem in Portugal, he re- 
turned to England. There, too, he ran low 
on funds, finally robbing a bank in early 
June. On June 8, as he was about to board a 
plane for Brussels, he was arrested at 
Heathrow airport. 

What motivated Ray? A lust for quick 
cash (the $50,000) and his dismissive view 
of blacks (the refusal to go to the integrated 
honor farm, his bar fights in Mexico) are 
most likely. If there was ultimately a con- 
spiracy behind King’s death, a crude family 
plot seems more likely than an elaborate 
conspiracy involving the Mafia or the gov- 
ernment. That Ray has lived 30 years after 
the murder is persuasive evidence that pro- 
fessionals were not involved. If they had 
been, they would have disposed of Ray long 
ago— as long as he was alive, he could have 
turned on them. If, however, the conspira- 
tors included family members, he would 
lave an incentive to stay silent— or to in- 
vent phantoms like “Raoul.” The truth is of- 
ten painful— and in this case, a four-time 
loser with a gun changed history. 
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